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Crosses representing residents who died of COVID-19 are pictured on the lawn of the Camilla Care Community 
long-term care home in Mississauga on Jan. 13. The care facility is among Ontario's hardest-hit by the pandemic. 
(Evan Mitsui/CBC) 
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Things seemed to be changing dramatically for people with dementia. Through the fantastic 
work of non-profit organizations like the Alzheimer societies, in recent years the real problems 
with the treatment and care of people with dementia became clear. It had become a policy 
priority, public and professional attitudes and understanding were improving, as were services 
and care. 


Starting in the U.K. and France, and followed by Canada, national dementia strategies were 
formulated. As a result of lobbying and research, diagnostic and care services were developed, 
diagnosis rates increased, and the quality of care started to improve from diagnosis through to 
end of life. 


There was amazing public creativity, from the formation of dementia cafes to programs 
involving singing to stimulate the brain. The public awareness campaign Dementia Friends 
reached more than 20 million people worldwide across 56 countries, driving an increased 
understanding of dementia. 


And then COVID-19 hit. 
The pandemic has been a profound shock to the health care system. And it has made it clear 
that despite good intentions, little has truly changed in the fundamental values, attitudes and 


beliefs of the health system, of politicians, and even of well-meaning and hard-pressed 
practitioners on the front lines who are faced with making difficult decisions. 
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The result is the terrible impact we've seen on the particularly vulnerable population living in 
long-term care homes. 





The body of a deceased resident is transported from Roberta Place long-term care home in Barrie, Ont., on 
Jan. 18. The Canadian Red Cross was deployed to help manage a major COVID-19 outbreak at the seniors 
home. (Evan Mitsui/CBC) 


There are more than 50 million people worldwide who have dementia; by 2050 that is expected 
to increase to 150 million. Dementia already costs Canada more than $12 billion a year, and 
worldwide the costs are over $1 trillion annually. Much of that money is spent on long-term 
care (LTC) for the elderly in high-income countries such as Canada and the U.K. 


What is not so well known is that around 85 per cent of the people who live in Canadian care 
homes have some form of cognitive impairment, and 70 per cent have dementia. 


Nursing home care is largely long-term care for people with dementia. And we've sacrificed 
them during this pandemic. 
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Pressure on general hospitals has been managed at the cost of the lives of thousands of older 
people dying in care homes. Seventy per cent of the COVID-19 deaths in Canada have been 
long-term care home residents, and there has been a similar pattern worldwide. 


> 


A group of doctors and advocates are calling on Ontario Premier Doug Ford to address what they call a 
‘humanitarian crisis’ in long-term care homes by bringing the military back for support and embarking on 
hiring and training drives. 2:05 


This carnage has happened because, as a society, we have valued older people in general, and 
those with dementia in particular, less than other people. As a result, we have also valued care 
homes less than general hospitals by conscious and unconscious discrimination. 


Care homes were last in line for personal protective equipment (PPE) in many places. They 
were last in line for testing. They were told not to send their residents to hospitals, 
keeping hospital beds clear for other apparently more-deserving cases. 


e Pandemic isolation has sped up cognitive decline of loved ones, say caregivers 


e AUDIO Social isolation, cognitive decline amid pandemic a concern for local 
seniors 
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In the COVID-19 crisis in long-term care, behaviour reverted to a largely unthinking belief 
system where the lives of old and frail people are worth less than those who are young and fit. 
Care homes and their residents were used as a human shield, sacrificed to protect the general 
hospitals, governments and wider society. 


Our elders have died to protect the rest of us. 
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Dr. Frank Knoefel, a physician and researcher at Ottawa's Bruyére Research Institute, says he’s seen a 
widespread decline in the condition of many of his dementia patients, largely tied to the effects of the 
pandemic. 1:11 


The Elizabethan Poor Law created the concept of the deserving poor whose needs should be 
met, and the undeserving poor whose needs could be ignored. In our second Elizabethan age, 
when presented with the COVID-19 crisis we have reverted reflexively to a mind-set of 
discrimination against older adults and people with dementia, creating a class of the 
"undeserving ill." 


The undeserving ill could be denied treatment, not only for COVID-19 but for other conditions 


that required hospital care. The undeserving ill could be turned away from hospitals because 
they had dementia or because they lived in care homes. 
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e Physicians say COVID-19 vaccines both safe, protective for elderly Canadians. Here's 
what seniors need to know 


e Grief, loss, anger: A call for change to seniors’ care 


This has happened because how we truly value seniors has not changed, because underlying 
beliefs and attitudes have not changed. 
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Dr. Samir Sinha discusses the recommendations released Wednesday from the Ontario Medical Association 
regarding what needs to be done to get the coronavirus under control in long-term care homes. 7:09 


This cannot be the end of the story. We must learn from this. 


All developed countries, Canada included, have the resources to do things better if we choose 
to act. This means changing the way we value and treat people with dementia and those who 


live in care homes: 


e We can improve the way we organize and deliver long-term care, integrating strategies 
around dementia, seniors, and LTC. 

e We can integrate the approaches taken by government departments and organizations to 
seniors across health and social support, education, and transportation. 
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e We can give teeth to the rich science emerging about how to prevent frailty in older adults 
and delay the onset of dementia — dedicating resources, political will, and grass-roots 
community support. This alone would have a profound positive social, health and 
economic impact on Canadian society. 

e We can acknowledge that long-term care is largely dementia care, and ensure that 
residents are supported to maximize their quality of life, enabling them to live well with 
dementia. 

e Importantly, we can develop and implement an innovative and internationally recognized 
strategy for long-term care. One that would remove the fear so many people have of 
going to a nursing home. 


All of this is achievable. 


The vaccines being rolled out are a ray of light in a dark time and they will, in time, return things 
to something like normal. But they will not address the underlying faults in the health and long- 
term care systems. If nothing else, COVID-19 has shown us that what is currently considered 
normal is not good enough for those living in care homes. 


Our values and our actions need to change. We need to recognize the ultimate sacrifice made 
by older people in this crisis, and truly put the provision of great quality care for people with 
dementia at the top of the political and social agendas. 


e This column is part of CBC's Opinion section. For more information about this 
section, please read our FAQ. 
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